Lymphocytes in thymomas are tolerant to self-MHC.
Neoplastic epithelial cells of thymoma apparently retain the function of the cortical epithelial cells of normal thymus because a large number of nonneoplastic T cells in thymomas are often CD4+8+. However, the lack of medullary structure suggests that thymomas may lack some of the function of the normal thymus, especially the function of the medullary interdigitating cells to induce tolerance to self-antigens on T cells. Thymoma is often associated with autoimmune diseases, most frequently, myasthenia gravis. This suggests that the microenvironment of a thymoma may not be able to induce T cell tolerance to self-antigens. We addressed this question by testing the lymphocytes in thymomas for proliferative responses to mitogens and allogeneic or autologous stimulator cells. The lymphocytes in thymomas proliferated consistently in response to PHA and to allogeneic cells even when the response to OKT3 was undetectable. However, neither the thymoma lymphocytes nor the peripheral blood lymphocytes in these patients proliferated in response to autologous cells.